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This collection of four compact discs comprises a series of
eight seminars presented by prominent researchers in the field
of plant breeding. The main aim of these seminars is to convey
recent advances towards the genetic improvement of cereal
crops for drought stress tolerance to researchers and graduate
students. These seminars were recorded in front of live
audiences at Cornell University (hosted by Tim Setter, Professor
of Crop and Soil Sciences).
For each seminar a frontal view of the speaker is con-
tinuously shown together with a slide show of the presentation.
A major limitation is that when the speaker uses a laser pointer
to explain aspects on the slides, the viewer, unlike members of
the live audience, does not see this on the computer screen.
Many of the slides contain large amounts of very technical
information, and without the aid of a laser pointer, the viewer
soon becomes completely lost unless very familiar with
molecular plant breeding terminology and methodology.
Another disadvantage is that the quality of some of the slides
is poor, with small font sizes used and low resolution not
sufficient for viewing on a computer screen. Taken together, I
feel that the audiovisual quality of the seminar series is quite
poor and amateurish. Some of the seminars are also riddled with
technical jargon and acronyms, demanding extensive prior
knowledge of marker assisted breeding and plant genetics in
general.
Nonetheless, these seminars convey very interesting infor-
mation. In the first seminar the speaker (Marianne Banzinger,
Director of the Global Maize Programme based in Nairobi,
Kenya) explains why progress in breeding for drought stress
tolerance in Africa tends to be slow, and more importantly, how
to make a real impact with such breeding efforts. She highlights
certain challenges faced by breeding programmes in Africa. A
point that comes out very clearly is that development of more
drought tolerant varieties is one thing, but getting these new
varieties adopted by small-scale farmers is a completely
different and substantial problem.
The second speaker (Salvatore Ceccarelli, Senior barley
breeder at the International Center for Agricultural Research in
the Dry Areas, Syria) elaborates further on the whole issue of
variety adoption in a seminar that deals with the interesting
concept of participatory plant breeding. He uses barley breeding
in Syria as an example of where farmers participate togetherdoi:10.1016/j.sajb.2008.07.009with breeders even at early selection stages during the breeding
process. Through participatory plant breeding the farmers
actually adopts the new variety long before it is released, in
contrast to conventional plant breeding, where breeders are
often faced by uncertain adoption rates of new varieties upon
their release.
It is very refreshing that the third speaker (Richard Richards,
CSIRO Plant Industry, Australia) strongly advocates the
importance of following a physiological approach in plant
breeding. He explains this elegantly using wheat breeding in
Australia as an example. He shows how real advances in
breeding for improved drought tolerance can be made by
keeping well-known physiological concepts such as water use
efficiency and harvest index in mind. He presents astonishing
data on how leaf architecture modulates early seedling vigor and
how this plays a critical role in establishing rapid crop canopy
closure thereby reducing loss of precious rainfall through
evaporation from bare soil. He concludes with results showing
how breeding for improved water use efficiency can make
substantial gains in yield without any extra input costs to the
farmer. Personally, this seminar is without doubt the highlight of
the entire series.
The next speaker (Tom Hash from ICRISAT, India)
highlights the genetic tools that are currently available for
marker-assisted breeding using sorghum and pearl millet
breeding in India as examples. He explains the specific
advantages of molecular markers in the assessment of genetic
variation and the more effective discovery and exploitation of
evolutionary relationships between species. This seminar is
riddled with technical jargon that demands substantial prior
knowledge from the viewer, but I am positive that experts in
molecular plant breeding will benefit from it.
The remaining four speakers follow more-or-less the same
style but uses research on rice and maize to substantiate their
points. The benefit of incorporating a managed-stress screening
step, which is predictive of yield under naturally occurring
stress in the field, into breeding programmes is illustrated. I
particularly welcomed the following quote by Roberto Tuberosa
(University of Bologna, Italy): “QTL analysis is the crossroad
where genetics, agronomy and physiology meet”.
He also noted that “breeding cereal crops such as maize into
cacti” would be no good! Breeding efforts must therefore not
only be directed at ensuring survival during drought, but also
ensuring high yields under a range of water availabilities,
because this influences the adoption rate of a new variety
by farmers. The following quote by Salvatore Ceccarelli
substantiates this further: “Varieties breeded for drought
784 CD reviewtolerance must not only be adapted to the target environment but
also to the farmers in those environments”.
In conclusion, despite some unacceptable limitations in
terms of audiovisual quality/clarity and the daunting technical
content of some of the seminars, I found watching the series
both a learning and enriching experience. I can definitely
recommend it to researchers and post-graduate students in
modern plant breeding and genetics and perhaps also to post-graduate students in plant physiology, provided adequate
explanation of terminology and methodology is provided
beforehand.
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